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The History of Old Glory 
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The history of the American flag, like the history of America itself, has its 
roots in colonial times. The first “American” flag made its debut in January 
1776, when General George Washington’s troops of the Continental 
Congress hoisted a flag to the top of a 76-foot flagstaff. This act not only 
celebrated their existence as a national army but, also, served to insult the 
British forces besieged in nearby Boston. 


THE 
THIRTEEN 
COLONIES 


This first colonial flag, called the Great or Grand Union Flag, was based 
on the British “Meteor Flag.” The introduction of six horizontal white 
stripes onto the Meteor’s red field resulted in alternating red and white 
stripes...thirteen in number. The British Union Jack retained its place of 
honor in the left upper quadrant of the flag, symbolizing the colonies’ 
loyalty to the British Crown. 

In December, 1775 the Continental Navy flew the Grand Union Flag as 
its ensign on the flagship Alfred. As the standard of the Continental Army, 
the flag was also carried by the Marines on an expedition to the 
Bahamas in March, 1776. 

The Continental Congress never officially adopted or recognized the 
Grand Union Flag. The flag still came to symbolize the political unity of the 
13 colonies. More importantly, the Grand Union Flag’s design formed the 


basis for the “Stars and Stripes” design. 


THE STARS AND STRIPES 

The first official flag of the United States was adopted with little fanfare. 
Without so much as an introduction, Congress passed the following 
Resolution on 14 June 1777: “Resolved: that the flag of the United States 
be made of thirteen stripes, alternate red and white; that the union be thir- 
teen stars, white in a blue field, representing a new constellation.” 

The Declaration of Independence had rendered the use of the Grand 
Union Flag politically embarassing. Congress’ resolution solved the 
problem by replacing the Union Jack with a blue field and thirteen stars, 
one for each of the thirteen colonies. 

As small as the change was, it served its purpose. It underscored the 
determination of the United States to secure its rights as a sovereign 
power. 


The most widely circulated legend concerning the creation of the first of- 
ficial American flag concerns a Philadelphia seamstress by the name of 
Betsy Ross. Legend has it that a congressional committee accompanied by 
General George Washington visited Mrs. Ross and requested a flag be 
made from a rough sketch in their possession. 

Under the direction of General Washington, Ross changed the sketch a 
bit, explaining that a five-pointed star lent greater symmetry to the design 
than Congress’ six-pointed star. 

Washington himself is said to have presented the flag to Congress for 
approval. 

However, the facts concerning the creation of the first official flag in- 
dicate that Francis Hopkinson, one of three Continental Navy Com- 
missioners, should be considered the “Father of the Stars and Stripes.” 
While Hopkinson’s claim to the honors for the design of the first “Stars and 
Stripes” has never been denied, he has never received official recognition 
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THE SECOND STARS AND STRIPES 


Congress’ adoption of “Old Glory” did not address how new states were 
to be recognized on the national flag. Vermont and Kentucky entered the 
Union in 1791 and 1792 respectively, making the original Stars and Stripes 
obsolete in terms of the Congressional Resolution of 1777. 

The flag was modified by adding two more stripes and two more stars to 
the flag. Of course, this solution merely solved the problem for Vermont 
and Kentucky. The admission of new states would again render the flag ob- 
solete and Congress would have to solve the problem by designing yet 
another flag. 
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THE STAR—SPANGLED BANNER 


The Stars and Stripes did not become, however, at that time a national 
symbol readily accepted by the American people. An event during the night 
of 13-14 September 1814 did much to popularize the national flag. 

Francis Scott Key, a prominent Washington D.C. lawyer, witnessed the 
bombardment of Fort McHenry (near Baltimore) by a British fleet. As a 
matter of fact, Key watched the bombardment from the flagship of the 
British fleet where he was temporarily detained. He watched the shelling of 
the American fort throughout the night. To his astonishment the morning 
found the Stars and Stripes still flying. Key was moved to write a poem 
about his feelings of pride in the brave men of Fort McHenry as well as in 
their flag. 

In the following decades, his poem was adapted to more than 20 dif- 
ferent tunes. One of these became our national anthem -- “The Star- 
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THE THIRD STARS AND STRIPES 

Congress approved the third design for the national flag on 4 April 1818. 

Congressman Peter H. Wendover of New York City was the driving force 
behind the movement for the third Stars and Stripes. His idea limited the 
number of stripes to 13, one for each of the original states, and honored 
each new state by placing an additional star on the flag. 

Wendover’s resolution did not set a standard for the arrangement of the 
stars within the blue field. It wasn’t until 1912 that this last design problem 
was resolved with the adoption of a standard arrangement of stars. The 
1912 flag served the nation through two world wars. The 49-star flag was 
adopted in 1959 and enjoyed the shortest life of any flag design. The ad- 
mission of Hawaii in that year rendered it obsolete and the 50-star flag was 
introduced on 4 July 1960. 
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1912 = 1958 


TODAY‘S FLAG 

This is our flag now. This is the flag that was carried with pride by the 
soldiers who defied the Russian blockade of Berlin in 1962. 

This is the flag that flew over the Army’s firebases in Vietnam. 

It is the flag that flies on the moon. 

The American flag is a symbol recognized and honored not only by 
Americans, but by citizens of other nations around the world. 


figure 4 figure 5 


HOW TO DISPLAY THE FLAG 


1. When suspended across a street, the flag should be vertical, with the 
union (or blue field) to the North in an east—west street, or to the East 
in a north—south street. 


2. When the flag is displayed flat, either horizontally or vertically, on a wall 
or in a window, the union (or blue field) should be uppermost and to the 
flag’s own right (to the observer’s left when facing the flag). 


figure 6 


figure 7 


3. When the flag is displayed from a staff projecting from a window sill, 
balcony, or front of a building, the blue field should be at the staff's peak 
(unless the flag is to be displayed at half-staff). 


4. When it is to be flown at half-staff, the flag is first raised to the peak and 
then lowered to the half-staff position. When being lowered for the day it 
should first be raised to the peak. 


5. When pennants or other flags are flown on the same halyard with 
the national flag, the latter should always be at the peak. Only the 
United Nations flag at UN Headquarters or the church pennant during 
services at sea may be flown above the national flag. 


6. When carried in a line or procession with another flag or flags, the 
national flag can be carried in front of the center of that line. 


7. Or, when carried in a line or procession with another flag or flags, 
the national flag can be carried on the marching right—that is, the 
flag’s own right. 


8. When the flags of two or more nations are displayed they should be 
flown from separate staffs of the same height. 


9. When other flags are displayed from staffs with the national flag, the 
latter should be at the center, or at the highest point of the group. 


10. When displayed with another flag from crossed staffs, the national flag 
should be on its own right, with its staff in front of the staff of the other flag. 


figure 8 


